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			Prologue

			I’d seen a dead body before; several, in fact. Over the course of twenty years in the police force – with most of those years spent in London – the occasional corpse was, sadly, part of the job. Poor Bally, however, had not and was now barking furiously at the inert lump he’d found behind the barn. I took a step closer and then another, a gasp escaping at the realisation that under the dusting of snow dark clothes were visible … and black shoes … 

			Regardless of the number of dead bodies you’ve been forced to see, you never quite get used to it. I certainly hadn’t. Besides, it had been many years since I’d been on the force and longer than that since I’d been confronted with a violent death. And even from this distance, the rusty stains in the snow left me with no doubt that this person had met with a violent ending. 

			With a trepidatious glance around the silent barnyard, I whistled softly for Balthazar. With one final bark, he retreated a few steps from the corpse, his tail uncharacteristically lowered, his breath coming in anxious pants that hung like smoke in the cold February morning air.

			I stepped towards him and paused with my hand on his collar, willing myself to moderate my breathing so I could hear beyond the pounding of my heart. In, hold, out, hold. In, hold, out, hold. The bleating of sheep floated on the air from a field towards the moors, but otherwise, all was silent. Bally’s liquid eyes turned towards me as if to say, what do we do now?

			‘I don’t know,’ I whispered, reaching down to hold him against my leg.

			A scrabbling sound to my left startled me. I turned quickly; a blackbird was scratching in the brambly hedgerow. The breath I’d held onto whooshed out.  

			The crunch of gravel under my boots reverberated through the crisp morning air as I walked carefully towards the lump. A quick glance behind to the farmhouse showed no sign of activity, not even a steady stream of puffy smoke from the chimney. What Yorkshireman would allow his fire to go out on a raw morning like this?

			Only last week, farmer Albert Horsley was telling me how his wood-burning cooker could heat the main part of the house. ‘It’s only Jess and me these days, lass,’ he’d said, reaching down to stroke the sheepdog’s head. ‘And we’re happy to sit around the table after our tea.’ Albert would never have let the fire go out. Not willingly.

			That was something else that was missing – Jess. She’d never leave Albert’s side. Where was she?

			Ordering Bally to sit, I slowly stepped closer to the snow-covered body, afraid of who I’d see but knowing I needed to see it. 

			When I finally reached it, I couldn’t stop a gasp as I stared down into the wide-open eyes of the victim. A gaping wound in the middle of his forehead indicated the cause of death. This, I was certain, was no accident. 

			With shaking hands, I reached for the phone in the back pocket of my jeans and punched in a number.

			‘Robbie? It’s me, Philly. I’m at Albert Horsley’s place.’ I paused and added, ‘There’s been a murder.’ 

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Nine days earlier …

			‘Is it my imagination or is February really the longest month of the year?’ Isobel Mayfield sighed loudly as she slid into the Victorian mahogany spoon-back chair in my shop at Chipwell Barn Antiques. As she collapsed back into the chair, today’s shawl of choice – black velvet, presumably to match her mood – fell softly around her, a perfect frame for the chair’s cream opulence. Cat-like Bell, who had her own shop – vintage fashion, fabrics and accessories – in what we all referred to as The Barn, had the ability to make even a slump appear elegant. 

			‘You know the old saying: Thirty days hath September, April, June and November. All the rest have thirty-one – except February, which has fifty-eight – and the good news is, we’re only still in the first week.’ I placed the Georgian silver butter knife I’d been dusting back on a shelf filled with more silverware and smiled indulgently across at her.

			‘No one’s coming out in this weather,’ she moaned, her long fingers tracing the intricate scrolls on the chair’s arm. ‘I can count the number of customers I’ve had today on one hand.’

			‘Tell me about it.’ I closed the glass door on the cabinet, wiping away a rogue fingerprint with the cloth and pushed my glasses onto the top of my head . ‘Why do you think I’ve resorted to rearranging cabinets? Sometimes I wonder whether we wouldn’t be better off closing our doors for a few weeks at this time of the year.’ 

			Bell shrugged a slim shoulder as she slung one long black-leather-clad leg over the chair’s padded arm, pointing her toe in the ballet flats that were her usual choice for days in the shop. ‘Don’t worry.’ She noticed my grimace. ‘I won’t mark it, and Simon will still be able to sell it.’

			Simon Bridges, the furniture trader in The Barn, also provided chairs for Bell’s and my shops and the occasional chaise longue or settee for the café; the only catch being that we couldn’t get too attached to them. These days, I barely raised an eyebrow as Simon carried one chair away and wheeled another in to replace it. 

			That was how it went here in the barn. A conglomerate of antique dealers, we each had our own market niche. I mainly traded in general antiques – vintage china, kitchenalia, silverware, jewellery, art and books. General bric-a-brac, I suppose. In the shop beside mine were the Ashton brothers, Ambrose and Eugene, septuagenarian tweed-loving dealers of what were collectively termed militaria. Whether you were searching for military uniforms, badges, medals, memorabilia or even items made from old gun shells (which the brothers called ‘trench ware’), the Ashtons were known throughout Yorkshire as being the men to see. Unfortunately, this meant that just before Christmas last year, when would-be art thieves had attempted to persuade me to hand over documents I wasn’t inclined to give them, they were able to use a set of duelling pistols from the Ashtons’ cabinets in an attempt to persuade me to do as they wished. It had been the brothers’ cranky cat, Rochester (who ruled the roost in their shop from his basket beside Ambrose’s sturdy mahogany campaign desk) who had gotten us out of that particular pickle.

			Simon’s furniture took up the space at the rear of the barn and across from him were Tamsin and Henry Proctor, whose vintage garden furniture and accessories spread out from their shop into the garden behind the building. With expansive views across the green patchwork of hedgerow and tree-lined fields of the Howardian Hills, tables out here were in high demand by café patrons in the summer months. The Proctors had locked their shop for the time being; no one, they said, wanted to buy garden furniture in January and February, so each year, when the January sales were finished, the shop was closed until the spring rush began in March with new stock they’d collected on their annual travels to France. Perhaps they had the right idea.

			‘Anyone for tea and an Eccles cake?’ The final member of our collective, Ginny Wilding, popped in, her bright yellow knit jumper with a giant hot pink heart in the centre like a ray of sunshine in the February gloom. Ginny ran the barn’s tea shop, and people came from miles away just to have one of her scones, superb sausage rolls, the ever-present parkin or other baked treats. Good business for her was good business for the rest of us – especially during the times when competition for tables was fierce and patrons were forced to take a number and wait. Waiting often moved to browsing, so I had some of my best sales days when the café was busy.

			Eyeing Bell lolling in the cream chair, Ginny added, ‘Careful you don’t mark that. Remember how upset Simon was when he thought Philly had covered it in blood the night Rochester had to rescue her?’

			‘He was only worried about the chair once he knew I was unharmed,’ I clarified when Bell merely raised a well-groomed brow. ‘Besides, not a drop was spilt on the upholstery.’

			‘Even so, I’m surprised he’s trusting you with a cream chair.’ Ginny chuckled. ‘There’s a reason why you rarely wear white.’ 

			I grinned my agreement; there was no point arguing with her. I spent my workdays going through people’s dusty attics or barns, rummaging through boxes at auction, or polishing my wares in the shop. White, on me, rarely stayed white; it’s why my work uniform was usually jeans, Chelsea boots, and a long-sleeved T-shirt or jumper; although I did swap the T-shirt for a button-down shirt and blazer on auction days. 

			Rather than contemplate the possibility of Bell leaving a mark on the cream upholstery (and making a mental note to ask Simon to swap it for something I’d be less likely to damage), I homed in on the important part of Ginny’s entrance. ‘Eccles cake? Whenever you bake them, you’re always sold out by lunchtime. Has the café been quiet too?’ I pushed aside a pile of books I’d been meaning to find shelf space for and perched on the edge of my desk.

			‘Have you been outside today?’ she asked sardonically. ‘It’s proper parky.’

			‘I took Bally out to do his business a couple of hours ago, and even he looked up as if to say, “I can hold on, you know.”’ As if he knew I was talking about him, Balthazar looked up, his tail thumping twice on the floor. ‘But if you have Eccles cakes going, I’ll help you out.’

			Ginny beamed, her dimples flashing. When it came to Ginny, a smile was never far away, but there was little she enjoyed more in the world than feeding people. ‘Bell?’

			Bell screwed up her nose delicately. ‘No thanks, sweetie.’

			‘Will Ambrose and Eugene be back this afternoon?’ Ginny asked hopefully.

			‘I don’t think so. They’ve gone to an auction in Bradford. I’m supposed to be keeping an eye on their shop, but so far …’ I shrugged. 

			‘Simon?’

			‘God, you are desperate to get rid of those pastries, aren’t you?’ drawled Bell, one hand absently stroking Bally’s head. Ginny flashed a wry smile in her direction. ‘I have no idea. He’s doing a delivery this afternoon in Thornton-le-Dale. Someone has bought enough furniture from him to fit out their dining room, sitting room and entrance hall.’

			‘Second home or short-term rental?’ I asked, the demand for both having risen in the area since covid lockdowns.

			‘No idea, but it’s certainly left him low on stock.’ Bell rose from the chair in one fluid movement. ‘Well, I’m closing for the day, girls. I’ll leave you two to it.’

			As she sauntered out the door, I said to Ginny, ‘Unless you’re also knocking off early, I guess it’s just the three of us.’ I inclined my head to indicate Bally was part of that team. ‘And I’ll hang around until five in case anyone does come in or call through.’ 

			That was another thing about The Barn, as one or another of us was often out attending auctions, house clearances or responding to calls from customers asking us to pop around to check out what they had to sell us, we all kept an eye on the phone and each other’s shops. 

			‘I have a date with Richard, but I’ll make tea and stay for a while longer,’ Ginny announced, leaving me to get back to my cabinets, Bally following her out in the hope of securing some of what always smelt so good in the café.

			It was only a minute or so later when Bally was back, but this time accompanied by a black-and-white sheepdog who, he’d quickly decided, judging by the amount of excited mutual sniffing and tail wagging, was friend, not foe. Behind the dogs shuffled an older man carrying a box that appeared to be in danger of self-destructing.

			‘Here’—I reached for the box—‘let me take this for you.’

			‘Ta, lass.’ He puffed out heavily, took his woollen flat cap from his head, gripped it against his chest and leant back against my desk.

			It took a moment before he caught his breath. ‘Can I help you?’

			‘Aye, if you’re Philly Barker.’ He ran his hand over the stubble of white hair covering his head. 

			The sheepdog was sniffing at my feet; I held my hand open to allow it to smell before ruffling behind its ears. ‘I’m Philly. How can I help you?’

			‘The name’s Albert.’ He held out a weathered hand for me to shake. ‘Albert Horsley, and that’s Jess.’ At the sound of her name, the dog’s tail wagged before heading off to conduct a sniff test of the shop, Bally close behind. ‘Iris Metcalfe was saying you might be interested in some bits and pieces I was wanting to sell.’ He dipped his head towards the box.

			I’d recently bought some silverware and a few other pieces from Iris. Iris had mentioned she had a few friends who might have some similar items they wanted to part with.

			‘Iris is a good judge of character, and she said you’d give me a fair price.’ 

			Even though his words indicated one thing, his eyes narrowed warily; I didn’t take it personally; there were plenty of unscrupulous dealers in our game.

			‘I’m pleased to meet you, Mr Horsley, and I’m happy to have a look. But why don’t you take your coat off and sit down.’ I directed him to the chair Bell had recently vacated. ‘I’ll see if I can’t rustle us up a brew.’

			‘Call me Albert.’ He eyed the cream lounge with suspicion. ‘I’m too mucky for that chair.’ When he brushed the brown thick-gauge cord of his trousers, a little cloud of dust followed.

			Suppressing a grin, I pulled the oak pre-Second World War captain’s chair from behind my desk. Stamped with a coronet and the marks of the Air Ministry, it was on loan from Ambrose and Eugene. ‘I know what you mean – I’m scared to sit in it too. Use this chair instead, and I’ll see about a brew.’

			‘No’—he waved the offer away—‘I won’t be staying. It’s raw out there tonight, and I want to get home before it’s dark, but you take your time looking through the box. It might be summat, or it might be nowt.’  His gaze fell to his weathered leather boots. ‘If you’re interested, I have more at home. I’m a mile or so this side of Dunthrop.’

			Guessing it would embarrass him to have me go through the contents of his box while in the room, I said, ‘How about I have a look and come up with a fair price? Leave me your address, and I’ll call by next time I’m at Iris’s.’ He scribbled the details down on the paper I handed him.

			‘That would be grand.’ Putting his cap back on, he whistled quietly for Jess. 

			‘I’ll see you soon, Albert.’ I gave the dog another ruffle behind her ears. ‘And you too, Jess.’

			Touching his cap lightly in a farewell, the pair ambled out.

			Albert and Jess had no sooner left than Ginny was back – with a bear-like man in a rumpled suit and an arch glance at me. ‘Look who I found lurking about. We go all afternoon without seeing anyone, and now it’s busier than Kings Cross Station.’

			‘Robbie!’ I replaced the layer of newspaper that had been protecting the contents of Albert’s box and turned to greet him. ‘You didn’t mention you’d be out this way.’

			I’d met Detective Inspector Robbie Dawkins late last year when he’d called at The Barn to enquire about some fake Clarice Cliff pottery that had been doing the rounds of the antique stores and salerooms. A widower a few years older than me, Robbie and I had become good friends, and Robbie was now a frequent visitor at the barn. Despite Ginny’s teasing, and although both Robbie and I were single, neither of us were interested (for now at least) in taking our relationship further than friendship. 

			‘You’ll be wanting a brew, Robbie?’ Ginny guessed.

			‘Aye.’ Nodding, he rubbed his large hands together, a grateful smile on his face as he shed his heavy coat, brushing off the drops of sleet that still clung to it before hanging it from the 1930s hat and coat stand behind my desk. ‘Thanks, Ginny.’

			Once she’d disappeared into the café, I sat back on the edge of my desk. ‘So what brings you here today?’

			Bally was jumping around him in joyful welcome, and Robbie leant down to ruffle his head. ‘A break-in at a farm out Lower Kirby way.’ He loosened his navy tie and undid the top button of his white shirt, breathing an audible sigh of relief as he did so. ‘The complainant thinks it happened yesterday but only noticed this morning.’

			‘Really? What was taken?’ Many of the farmhouses in the district had been in the same family for years. I couldn’t imagine there’d be much of value to attract thieves. 

			My scepticism must’ve shown on my face. ‘Interesting that you ask,’ he said wryly. Patting at the chest pocket of his white shirt, he pulled out a black-covered notebook and his glasses. Snapping open the elastic that held it together, he moistened his forefinger with his tongue and flipped through the pages. With a cheeky grin in my direction that chased the crags on his face away, he said, ‘I might as well tell you in case anyone comes in trying to off-load it.’

			‘Or in case I see it up for auction at Young’s in York.’ I returned his smile and gestured to the chair Bell had recently vacated. He eyed it warily – I must get Simon to swap it for something more practical – before sitting down with the voluptuous sigh of a man who’d spent the day out in the elements.

			‘Right.’ He referred to his notebook. ‘The usual silverware – spoons, servers, sugar tongs, that sort of stuff.’ He waved at my cabinet in illustration. ‘You know what it’s like on these farms that have been in the family for years – no one really has a definitive list of what they have.’ 

			I nodded my understanding, picked up a pen and idly tapped it against the desk. ‘But they always know when it’s missing.’

			‘Aye, they do.’ He referred to his notebook. ‘All the thief had to do was pick up the chocolate boxes it was stored in – the ones with drawers you used to get your assorted chocolates in.’ He looked up from his notes. ‘Do you remember those?’

			I shook my head. ‘No, our choccies didn’t come in anything so posh as that in Australia. But I know the ones you’re talking about – Terry’s used them in the sixties. They’re very collectible. In fact, I saw one the other week – it was being used to store the owner’s silverware too.’ I flicked at my chin as I remembered. ‘She had quite the collection of vintage biscuit tins and chocolate boxes – most of them from Terry’s of York.’

			The chocolate company used to be based in nearby York and was, for a time, one of the largest employers in the district.

			Robbie chuckled, the low rumbling bringing a smile to my face. ‘This lady also had another box taken that held some jewellery. An engagement ring, a couple of lockets, a pair of wedding rings.’ 

			I smiled ruefully; most farmhouses in the region would have a tin just like that holding their precious bits and pieces. I’d seen one of those the other week too – a round cardboard box dating back to the 1920s that used to hold chocolate burnt almonds and now contained jewellery much as Robbie had described.

			‘Then there was’—his forehead furrowed as he read from the page—‘something called a firefly cage?’

			My pen stalled. ‘A firefly cage? I don’t suppose it was Iris Metcalfe’s place that was robbed?’

			Robbie shook his head in disbelief. ‘How on earth could you know that?’

			Ginny chose that moment to appear with a tray of tea things and a plate of Eccles cakes. I cleared some space on my desk for her to place the tray down, and as she poured the tea, I ducked next door to the café for another chair.

			‘Have a seat and join us, Ginny. Robbie was telling me about a robbery over at Iris Metcalfe’s.’ 

			Robbie had just taken a bite of the flaky pastry, and while his mouth was too full to protest, he raised his eyebrows at me sardonically, a gesture I chose to ignore.

			‘Actually,’ he said once he’d swallowed. ‘You were about to tell me how you knew it was Iris Metcalfe’s place I was talking about. By the way, Ginny, these are excellent. Are they new on your menu?’

			Ginny beamed at the compliment, both dimples on full display. ‘Thanks. I don’t make them often but had some fruit mince leftover from Christmas, so figured this was as good a way as any to use it up.’ She looked between the two of us. ‘But if this is business, I’ll leave you to it.’

			‘Stay where you are, Ginny.’ Robbie wiped a crumb of pastry from his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘There doesn’t seem to be any secrets here.’

			‘If you’re sure,’ she said hesitantly.

			‘So Philly … How did you know it was the Metcalfe place I was talking about?’ 

			I sipped at my tea and shrugged lightly. ‘I was out at Iris’s a week or so ago. She needed to sell some pieces to help with expenses and showed me those boxes. The jewellery belonged to her parents, and I knew she didn’t want to part with it, so I didn’t buy it from her. I did buy some other bits and pieces from her, though – a silver card box, an Edwardian vesta case with a lovely enamel picture of a hound that will be very collectible with the horse and hounds set, and an oak hat block that Bell is using for displays in her shop. There was also a rather nice painting I think I’ll take to auction rather than sell here. Victorian oil – horses and hounds, that sort of thing.’ I nibbled at my bottom lip. ‘She showed me the firefly cage but seemed reluctant to part with it, so I encouraged her to hold onto it as long as possible. It was a nice piece, and I’d need the right buyer.’ I screwed up my nose as I thought back to the conversation. ‘She remembered playing with it when her grandmother was still alive. Apparently, her great-uncle wasn’t into farming sheep and wanted to see the world – or something like that – and he brought it back from his travels. It must’ve been quite the thing to travel to the Far East back in those days. Anyway, I gave her a fair price for everything I bought, so hopefully, it’s enough to see her right for now. The last thing I wanted was some unscrupulous dealer coming in and giving her a pittance for it all.’

			A slight frown hung on Robbie’s face. ‘But what exactly is a firefly cage?’

			I stood and walked around my desk, sliding into the captain’s chair. Opening my laptop and retrieving my glasses from their position on my head, I beckoned to Robbie to come closer. He rose to stand behind me. Ginny shuffled in alongside me to look over my shoulder. ‘I remember the first time I heard of them – it was on an episode of an old TV show, Lovejoy. You might’ve seen it? Late eighties, early nineties?’ 

			He shrugged a shoulder. ‘I vaguely recall the name but don’t think I ever watched it.’

			‘Fair enough. Lovejoy was a roguish antique dealer in Essex, I think. Or was it Norfolk?’ I shook my head; it didn’t matter. ‘He was also a womaniser, and the whole thing would be seen as being politically incorrect these days, but whatever. Anyway’—my fingers tapped away at the keys—‘that’s where I first heard of a firefly cage. The only ones I’ve ever seen, though, up to now, anyway, have been in paintings like this one.’ I bought up a picture from The Met’s collection by a Japanese artist. The subject was a courtesan and her attendant carrying a cage of fireflies.

			‘That’s beautiful,’ said Ginny. ‘Both the painting and the box.’

			‘See how the attendant is holding a box?’ I pointed to the box on the screen, and Robbie nodded, eyes staring at the screen. ‘That’s a firefly cage. You can’t see from this, but it probably would’ve been lacquered with gold and silver designs, the sides a tight mesh. Some of them were quite intricately decorated.’ I showed him a few examples; Ginny continued to peer over our shoulders. ‘They used to catch the fireflies and keep them in these boxes.’

			‘The poor things,’ exclaimed Ginny.

			‘I know, it all sounds quite cruel now – and it’s been illegal for nearly a century in Japan – but they gave off light like fairy lights. I read somewhere that they’re a metaphor for passionate love or the souls of fallen soldiers.’ 

			‘Can you remember what Iris’s cage looked like?’ Robbie asked.

			I nodded. ‘It wasn’t as intricate as some of the examples I just showed you. The top and the bottom were made of black lacquer, with some gold swirls on the top a bit like this.’ I pulled across a writing pad and roughly sketched a rectangular box, the sides hatched with metal gauze, a lantern-style top with a handle for carrying.

			‘Would you know it again if you saw it?’

			I grinned back at him. ‘I might forget a face, Inspector Dawkins, but I never forget an antique.’

			His eyes remained fixed on my drawing. ‘Why didn’t you buy the box from her too?’

			‘She wanted me to, but I had no idea what to value it at. I told her that – and that I’d check in with some of the auctioneers I knew to see what estimate they’d put on it. As I said, though, it deserved to go to a collector or someone who’d really appreciate it. It’s too beautiful and rare to go into a general sale. My hope was that I’d match it to a buyer; I’d still get a premium on the sale, but she’d also get what it was worth. Anyway, the proceeds from what I did buy will see her through her immediate crisis; hopefully, it’s bought her some time to decide what she wants to do.’ I grimaced. ‘As things have turned out, though, maybe I should’ve given her a price for everything.’

			Robbie looked up from his notebook. ‘Hold on; you said she needed time to decide what she wants to do … about what?’

			‘About selling up. She didn’t mention it?’ When Robbie continued to look blank, I clarified. ‘She’s been offered good money to sell the farm, really good money, but it’s the only home she’s ever known, so naturally, she’s not sure what to do.’

			‘Does she have any relatives?’ asked Ginny, who had now sat on the edge of the desk beside me.

			‘Her sister passed away a few years ago, and her children – a niece and a nephew, I think – are up Middlesborough way. They’re not close – although she did say they’re very keen for her to sell up and go into an aged care home.’

			‘I bet they are,’ muttered Ginny. 

			I nodded in understanding. ‘Yes, even Iris said as much. She told me they weren’t interested in the farm but just wanted to get their hands on the money.’

			‘I would’ve thought she’d be too old to run the farm properly now, though,’ said Robbie. ‘She’d have to be in her midseventies.’

			‘Seventy-six and let me tell you, she’s still switched on. She’s leased the paddocks and the barns to her neighbour – he runs sheep on them – so all she has to worry about is the farmhouse. From what she alluded to when I was out there, she’s had some unexpected expenses – big ones.’ 

			Ginny laughed one of her belly laughs – the ones that brought a smile to anyone listening. ‘What?’ I asked, lost as to what I’d said that had prompted Ginny’s laughter.

			‘Is there anyone who doesn’t tell you everything, Philly?’

			I had the grace to at least appear sheepish. ‘Not really, no. Anyway, her boiler blew unexpectedly, and the repair was more than she could afford; and, let’s face it, who can be without a boiler at this time of the year? So I helped her out and left her with enough in case she has some more problems. It didn’t seem right for her to part with family heirlooms when she didn’t really need to.’

			Usually difficult to read, the expression on Robbie’s face could’ve been admiration. ‘You’re a good woman, Philomena Barker. A lot of less scrupulous dealers would’ve taken advantage of her.’

			Warmth filled my cheeks. ‘I only did what any decent person would do. I told her I’d call by in a week or so, though, if she wanted to talk through her options with anyone.’ Ginny’s grin widened as she noticed the gleam in my eyes. ‘After all, if I’d taken those goods off her hands, she wouldn’t have had anything there worth stealing. When you think about it like that,’ I mused, ‘it’s almost like I owe her.’ I wrinkled my nose as I ran through the items Iris had shown me, the jewellery Robbie said had been stolen. ‘It would probably be best to let Catherine know to be on the lookout in case anything comes into the auction room,’ I mused.

			‘The thought hadn’t crossed my mind.’ The sarcasm in Robbie’s tone was balanced by his knowing smile.

			‘I probably should come with you when you do that. After all,’ I added, with a butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-my-mouth expression, ‘I can probably give a more succinct description of the missing goods than you can.’

			Robbie chuckled and shook his head. ‘Because you never forget an antique.’

			‘Exactly.’ I glanced at my watch. ‘Anyway, I’m not sure about you lot, but I say we close up.’

			Ginny gathered our teacups and plates, waving away Robbie and my offers of help. ‘I can do this. I’ll see you tomorrow, Philly, and I’ll see you around, Robbie.’

			While I totalled up my meagre sales for the day, Robbie began rummaging through the box Albert had left.

			‘What do you think?’ I asked, closing the lid of my laptop. ‘Anything decent in there?’

			‘I wouldn’t have a clue. Where did it come from?’

			‘Albert Horsley – he has a farm out near Dunthrop. Dropped it in just before you arrived and wants me to go and have a look at some of the other things he has at his farm. Iris told him what I’d done for her.’

			‘Careful, Philly, or you and your soft heart will be financing the boiler repairs of half the pensioners in North Yorkshire.’ Even though he said it with a wry smile, I recognised the warning for what it was.

			‘Maybe, I only buy what I know I can sell. And besides, you never know what treasures could be hiding in here.’ I pushed aside the crumpled newspaper acting as a rudimentary padding for the box’s contents. ‘I told him I’d visit and have a proper look around, although I suspect it’s more the company he’s after than a valuation.’ A stoneware spirit jug caught my eye, and I removed it from the box. ‘Although this is rather nice.’ I turned it upside down, squinting to locate the maker’s mark on the base, before pulling my trusty loupe from my jeans pocket. ‘Doulton Lambeth … a lovely salt glaze … late nineteeth century …’—I looked up and grinned at him—‘this is nice.’

			Robbie smiled as he correctly guessed that if he didn’t move me along, I’d become stuck in the box and we’d never leave. With some reluctance and a wry grin, I placed the jug back in the box and pushed it away. ‘I’ll look through it properly tomorrow.’

			While I locked my shop Robbie checked that all the other shops in the barn were secure. It was something he’d fallen in the habit of doing since that night just before Christmas when a would-be art thief threatened the Ashtons and me at gunpoint – although when I say gunpoint, it was an antique pistol that had been decommissioned, but that was a detail I wasn’t certain of at the time. I did, however, appreciate his concern for my welfare.

			‘Feel like a pint and a bite to eat?’ I asked as we walked to our respective cars. 

			‘Sounds good.’ He held the door of my ancient Land Rover, Libby, open for Bally to jump in. 

			‘I’ll just need to quickly change my top,’ I said, noticing the dust marks on the bottom of my loose-fitting long-sleeved tee.

			‘No problems, I’ll follow you down.’ He held up a hand of acknowledgement and climbed into his car.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Home for me was half a mile away in Chipwell, a small village in North Yorkshire consisting of a church, a few dozen houses that were, like mine, mostly constructed from the local limestone, and an eighteenth-century pub just a few doors down from where I lived – The Chipwell Arms. I could, of course, have easily walked to The Barn – and did so more often in summer when the daylight hours were longer – but I was often bringing boxes to and from home or running out to attend auctions or inspect house clearances, so it was far easier to have Libby.

			Robbie pulled up behind me and followed me into the house, nodding with approval when I disarmed the burglar alarm he (and my ex-husband, Stewart) pressured me into installing a couple of months ago.

			Keeping his coat on, Robbie took Bally out through the French doors into the garden to do his business. It hadn’t long finished raining, and the puddles on the concrete path were glinting with the reflections from the kitchen lights. Robbie huddled into his coat and rubbed his hands together, his breath visible. He turned and saw me watching him, the moisture on the windows softening the features of his face and lessening the bags under his eyes. He raised his eyebrows in a silent question, and I held up my hand in acknowledgement that this wasn’t getting us any closer to supper and ran lightly up the stairs.

			After swapping the dirty top for a tight-fitting charcoal shirt, I examined my reflection in the mirror behind my door. Despite indulging (probably too often) in Ginny’s treats, my job was an active one and that, as well as daily walks with Balthazar, was enough to keep me in reasonable condition with everything more or less still in the right place – albeit softer than it used to be. I was, however, fully aware that at my height – a few inches over five feet – it wouldn’t take much to change that situation.

			There was more ash than blonde in my hair these days, but as I kept it short, it all blended into each other. I tucked the little wings that stuck out at the side back behind my ears. Besides, what did it matter if my jaw was slacker than it used to be, if my cheeks weren’t as pinchable as they used to be, if there were more shadows under my blue eyes. It’s not as if there was anyone in my life I needed to impress. Before I could stop it, an image of Robbie came into my mind, and just as quickly, I pushed it back out, reminding myself that it wouldn’t do to be thinking like that. A quick slick of lipstick and I was ready.

			When I walked back into the kitchen, Robbie was on the phone. Leaning against the kitchen bench looking out into the dark garden he didn’t at first notice I’d come back into the room. 

			‘Yes, sir.’ His lips curved into a half-smile as he spied my reflection in the glass doors. ‘I understand.’

			Guessing the caller to be Stewart – my ex-husband and Robbie’s chief superintendent – I bent down to acknowledge Bally, who was jumping all over me as if I’d been missing for hours rather than minutes.

			‘I’m sure I can manage it on my own although …’ Robbie hesitated and then, with his eyes on me, added, ‘I was thinking I could use Philly’s expertise on this one. She knows the complainant and was at the house only a week ago, so she has a good understanding of what was stolen.’ At his silent question, I nodded. ‘She could help identify any recovered items as well.’ A pause. ‘I’m with her now. Did you want to speak to her?’

			He handed the phone over. ‘What can I do for you, Stewart? Please don’t ask me to pick your children up again; as much as I adore Misty and Reuben, I don’t fancy driving tonight. Where’s Alison?’

			‘It’s nothing to do with the children.’ He sounded affronted and I couldn’t hide my grin at how easy he was to rile. ‘Besides, that was just the one time I asked you to do that, and Alison still hasn’t let me hear the end of it. Nor have Misty and Reuben, but for different reasons, I suspect.’ A smile came into his tone. ‘They can’t wait to repeat the experience – and with hot chocolate and Ginny’s muffins, why wouldn’t they? But no, it’s not the kids. This investigation of Robbie’s, are you okay with what he’s proposed? I can’t spare anyone to help him out and this close to his retirement …’ Stewart didn’t need to finish the sentence: this close to retirement, Stewart wouldn’t want Robbie to take on anything new that would need to be handed over.

			‘The shop is quiet at the minute, so that’s fine.’ 

			‘That’s good then. There was something else though …’ Stewart sounded uncharacteristically hesitant. ‘I wanted to talk to you about Robbie.’

			Involuntarily, my gaze swung across to the detective, who raised a questioning brow. ‘What about?’ I asked evasively. When Robbie and I first became friends, Stewart didn’t exactly warn me off him – we’d been divorced for over ten years, so it was, after all, none of his business who I saw – but he did ask me to tread carefully. Robbie’s wife had passed away some years before, and Stewart hadn’t wanted to see him hurt again. Since then, Robbie had been a comfortable part of my life and even attended the family Christmas dinner at my son’s house. We remained, however, strictly friends.

			‘It’s just about his retirement dinner …’

			‘What about it?’ I held one finger in the air to let Robbie know I
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